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acquaintance a lemon-squash. After a short and extremely
friendly conversation, he begged us to excuse him, as he
had an appointment. We all shook hands again.
'Now you've made an interesting acquaintance,' said
Cunningham. 'One of the sharpest pickpockets in London.
And if I were still with the Yard, I should follow him now.
He's going to a job.'
'How do you know that?'
'Didn't you see? He ordered a soft drink. He wanted all
his wits about him.'
But the most lasting of all my East End impressions, and
the one which shocked me most deeply was 'Medland Hall',
at that time, to my knowledge, the only place in the capital
where it was possible to spend a night under cover without
paying anything. By three in the afternoon the homeless
had begun to queue up outside the building, opposite one
end of the Rotherhithe Tunnel. There were often nearly
a thousand men waiting, and, if my memory serves me
right, three hundred would be admitted. There were two
rooms, each with 150 sleeping-boxes placed on the floor;
they looked like coffins, the gruesome effect being completed
by the black oilcloth covers with which they were fitted.
For each seventy-five men one roller towel was provided
in the wash-room. I remained for about a quarter of an
hour in one of the rooms where the castaways of the vast
metropolis, having reached the very last rung of the social
ladder, could lay themselves down in three rows of fifty
and for a few short hours escape from themselves in sleep.
Deep breathing was to be heard, interrupted now and again
by an attack of coughing which spoke of a hopelessly diseased
lung. Then silence reigned in the room, lit dimly by a flicker-
ing petroleum lamp hanging from the ceiling.
*We hardly ever look in there for criminals,' said
Cunningham when we were outside again. 'Those poor1
wretches have no energy left for crime/